The influence of the current medicolegal climate on New South Wales anaesthetic practice.
A survey was posted to all New South Wales and Provisional Fellows of the Australian and New Zealand College of Anaesthetists to assess the influence of the current medicolegal climate on their anaesthetic practice. Information collected included demographics, opinions regarding the current medico-legal climate, medical defence organizations, and the implications for anaesthetic practice. The response rate was 78% (640/820). Nearly all (95.3%) were concerned about the current medical indemnity crisis and 80.5% felt concerned about the financial security of medical insurers. Of all these respondents 23.6% had personal experience of litigation and 73.6% expected to have a claim made against them during their career: Respondents spent an average of 8.3% of their gross annual income on medical insurance premiums and 47.2% are concerned about the viability of their practice given the rising costs of medical insurance. Obstetric anaesthesia was the most common area of practice to be ceased due to medicolegal concerns. In the next two years, 20.2% of obstetric anaesthetists who responded intend to cease practice. In the past two years, 3.1% of respondents retired due to their litigation concerns, while 12.8% (average age 56.7y) are intending to retire in the next two years for the same reasons. Changes to the conduct of the preoperative consultation were common. Other changes to practice included more thorough documentation of complications (50.8%) and a strong reluctance to perform neuraxial blocks (54%). This survey suggests that anaesthetists are concerned about the current medicolegal climate and as a result, some are retiring earlier and giving up high-risk areas of practice.